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THE NEWS MEDIA AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: 
EXPERIENCE AND THE MEDIA REALITY 
Al lan Thompson 
Media coverage o f  the 1986 Reykjavik Summit is examined. It is  
argued tha t  media presentation is a crucia l  determinant o f  the  publ ic  
perception o f  international poli t ics. 
La couver tu re  mediatique d u  sommet de  Reykjavik en  1986 est  
examinee. II y es t  propose que la presentation mediatique est  
hautement determinante dans la perception d u  publ ic  quant  aux 
poli t iques internationales. 
Apar t  from the business o f  ou r  dai ly  l ives, none o f  us  can hope to experience 
the wor ld f i rs t -hand.  We re l y  on  the news media, among other th ings,  t o  b r i n g  
t ha t  wor ld  t o  us. How the  media go  about performing the i r  task is  o f  greatest  
importance, since t he i r  account o f  the wor ld outside o f  our  dai ly  l ives creates 
the 'media real i ty '  on which we base so much. Th is  is a paper about why we 
come t o  depend on  the media real i ty  as a cornerstone o f  our  understanding o f  
the  world. 
Part  one deals w i th  the  concepts o f  image and real i ty  and how the  two 
of ten become b lu r red .  It wi l l  be  suggested tha t  the  seeming remoteness o f  
international a f fa i rs  makes us  even more re l iant  on  the  media fo r  the  information 
and images t ha t  a t  one level inform us  o f  events on  the wor ld stage, and a t  a 
deeper level, become the  basis o f  our  belief systems. Part  two discusses 
b r i e f l y  a proposed model o f  factors t ha t  inf luence the media real i ty .  Such a 
model could be based on  material from var ious media scholars who have t r i ed  t o  
categorize the types o f  th ings tha t  become news, and the way the news media 
present  cer ta in issues and events. The concept o f  the  media rea l i t y  is  
examined i n  l i gh t  o f  the media coverage o f  the meeting between President 
Ronald Reagan and General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev tha t  took place i n  
Reykjavik,  Iceland, i n  October, 1986. 
A t  heart ,  t h i s  paper is about the l i n k  between perceptions and structure;  
we must consider no t  on ly  the  th ings  media repor ts  lead u s  t o  believe about our  
world, b u t  also attempt to look a t  how those perceptions become the  basis o f  
our  actions. I conclude tha t  the media rea l i t y  is  a val id concept for  looking a t  
the role o f  the news media i n  shaping ou r  perceptions o f  international relations. 
Sadly, I have been able on ly  t o  h i n t  a t  the l ink  between those perceptions and 
s t ruc tu re .  There  is  much work  t o  be  done and th is  paper is  on ly  a star t .  ' 
T h e  Gordon Sinc la i r  Essay lA l lan  Thompson 
Par t  One: T h e  Second-Hand World o f  In ternat ional  A f f a i r s  
It may seem an  obvious statement t o  suggest  t h a t  what  people bel ieve to be  
real  i s  real  i n  i t s  consequences. T h e  phi losopher Plato made t h e  p o i n t  in h i s  
a l legory o f  t h e  p r i soners  i n  t h e  cave. a s t o r y  w o r t h  repeat ing here  a t  length:  
- Imagine men l i v i n g  i n  a cave w i t h  a long  passageway s t r e t c h i n g  beyond  
them a n d  t h e  cave's mouth, where it opens wide t o  t h e  l i gh t .  Imagine f u r t h e r  
t h a t  since chi ldhood the  cave dwel lers have had  t h e i r  legs a n d  necks shackled 
so as t o  be  conf ined t o  t h e  same spot. T h e y  a r e  f u r t h e r  constra ined b y  
b l inders  t h a t  p r e v e n t  them f rom t u r n i n g  the i r  heads; t h e y  can see o n l y  d i r e c t l y  
i n  f r o n t  o f  them. Next ,  imagine a l i g h t  f rom a f i r e  some distance b e h i n d  them 
and  b u r n i n g  a t  a h i g h e r  elevation. Between t h e  p r i soners  and  t h e  f i r e  i s  a 
ra ised p a t h  a long whose edge there  i s  a low wal l  l i k e  t h e  p a r t i t i o n  a t  t h e  f r o n t  
o f  a puppe t  stage. The  wall  conceals t h e  puppeteers whi le  t h e y  manipulate 
t h e i r  puppe ts  above it. 
- So f a r  I can v isual ize it. 
- Imagine, f u r t h e r ,  men beh ind  t h e  wall  c a r r y i n g  a l l  so r ts  o f  objects 
a long i t s  leng th  a n d  ho ld ing  them above it.. . 
- You descr ibe a s t range  p r i son  a n d  s t range  pr isoners.  
- L i k e  ourselves.  Te l l  me, do  y o u  n o t  t h i n k  those men would see o n l y  
t h e  shadows cast  by t h e  f i r e  o n  t h e  wall  o f  t h e  cave? Would they  see a n y t h i n g  
o f  themselves o r  o f  one another? 
- How cou ld  t h e y  if they  couldn ' t  move t h e i r  heads t h e i r  whole l i f e  long?  
- Could they  see t h e  objects he ld  above t h e  wall  beh ind  them o r  on ly  t h e  
shadows cas t  in f r o n t ?  
- O n l y  t h e  shadows.. . 
- B y  e v e r y  measure, then, rea l i t y  f o r  t h e  p r i soners  would be  n o t h i n g  b u t  
shadows cast  b y  a r t i fac ts .  
- It could be  no th ing  else (S te r l i ng  a n d  Scott:  1985, p p  209-210). 
L i ke  t h e  p r i soners  i n  Plato's cave. res t r i c ted  b y  t h e  chains o f  percept ion 
a n d  bel ie f ,  we d o  n o t  make decisions based o n  "object ive facts o f  the  s i tuat ion,  
whatever  t h a t  may mean," b u t  on  o u r  image o f  t h e  s i tuat ion.  "It i s  wha t  we 
t h i n k  t h e  wor ld  i s  l ike,  n o t  wha t  it i s  rea l l y  l i k e  t h a t  determines o u r  behavior"  
(Bould ing:  1959, p 120). I n  a p rophe t i c  w o r k  w r i t t e n  in 1922, jou rna l i s t  
Walter Lippmann spoke o f  t h e  "wor ld  outs ide a n d  t h e  p ic tu res  i n  o u r  heads." 
O u r  envi ronment .  L ippmann wrote, i s  "a l together  too b ig,  too complex a n d  too 
f leet ing f o r  d i r e c t  acquaintance." (L ippmann:  1922, p 11) T o  manage, we 
inser t  between ourselves a n d  o u r  envi ronment  a llpseudo-environmentll composed 
of images and  stereotypes o f  wha t  we bel ieve t h e  w o r l d  outs ide t o  b e  l ike. A n d  
we o f t e n  p reserve  those images in t h e  face o f  what  would seem t o  b e  c lear  
evidence t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y  (Shaheen: 1985, p 171). 
C. Wr igh t  Mi l ls  ca l ls  o u r s  a "second-hand wor ld "  where t o  v a r y i n g  
degrees, o r d i n a r y  c i t izens a n d  power fu l  decision-makers a l i ke  s t r u c t u r e  t h e i r  
be l ie f  systems o n  t h e  basis o f  in format ion t h a t  comes t o  them f rom others.  
People a r e  aware o f  more than  they  have  personal ly  experienced; 
a n d  t h e i r  own exper ience i s  always ind i rec t .  T h e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  
l ives is  determined b y  meanings they  have  received f rom others.  
Everyone l i ves  in a w o r l d  o f  such  meanings. No man stands alone 
d i r e c t l y  con f ron t ing  a w o r l d  o f  so l id  fact .  No such  w o r l d  i s  avai lable 
(Said: 1981. p 42). 
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T h i s  paper  contends t h a t  much o f  t h a t  second-hand wor ld,  especial ly t h e  
w o r l d  o f  fo re ign  a f fa i r s  and  occurences t h a t  take  place outs ide o f  o u r  c u l t u r a l  
a n d  nat ional  boundaries, comes t o  u s  t h r o u g h  t h e  news media. I n  a n  odd  s o r t  
o f  way, we a r e  something l i k e  t h e  p r i soners  i n  Plato's cave, r e l y i n g  o n  shadows 
and  ref lect ions b r o u g h t  t o  u s  b y  t h e  media for  o u r  v i s ion  o f  a wor ld  we cannot  
exper ience d i rec t l y .  
Despi te widespread c r i t i c i sm o f  t h e  news media f rom al l  quar te rs ,  t h e y  a re  
s t i l l  regarded  as "factual, accurate a n d  impart ia l  - t h r e e  qual i t ies which 
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  acceptance o f  t h e i r  r e p o r t s  as author i ta t ive" .  I n  a landmark 
s t u d y  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  fo re ign  news coverage, Johan Ga l tung  a n d  Holmboe Ruge 
cal led t h e  news media " f i r s t - ra te  competitors f o r  t h e  number one posi t ion as 
in ternat ional  image former"  (Gal tung a n d  Ruge: 1965,  p 1 3 ) .  Most o f  wha t  we 
know o f  in ternat ional  a f fa i r s  comes t o  u s  t h r o u g h  t h e  news media; the re  simply 
a r e  no  pract ica l  a l ternat ives.  T h e  seeming remoteness o f  in ternat ional  a f fa i r s  
f rom o u r  da i l y  l ives causes u s  t o  b e  even  more re l ian t  o n  t h e  media f o r  the  
substance o f  o u r  mental p i c tu res  o f  t h e  wor ld.  A s  Jack Shaheen suggests in a 
recen t  s t u d y  o f  Western media coverage o f  t h e  A r a b  wor ld,  " the  g rea te r  t h e  
d is tance we a r e  from a n y  g r o u p  ... t h e  g rea te r  t h e  re l iance u p o n  preconceived 
images abou t  t h a t  g r o u p "  (Shaheen: 1985,  p 1 6 1 ) .  I n  forming o u r  images and  
bel ie fs  abou t  t h e  wor ld  o f  in ternat ional  af fa i rs ,  a wor ld  t h a t  is  f o r  most, outs ide 
of d i r e c t  experience, o u r  re l iance o n  t h e  media is  exacerbated. T h i s  i s  a n  
argument  about  t h e  ro le  of t h e  media in t u r n i n g  t h e  wor ld  outs ide o f  d i r e c t  
exper ience in to  rea l i t y .  
Media In f luence  
T h e  importance o f  t h e  media as a source o f  in format ion among pol i t ica l  
leaders a n d  decision-makers in internat ional  pol i t ics i s  contested. Media 
scholars l i k e  Co l in  Seymour-Ure a n d  journal is ts  such  as James Reston o f  t h e  
New Y o r k  Times, have  suggested t h a t  media in f luence i s  g r e a t l y  exaggerated 
(Reston: 1966; Seymour-Ure: 1 9 7 4 ) .  B u t  t h e r e  i s  much evidence t o  t h e  
con t ra ry .  I n  h i s  s t u d y  o f  Western media coverage, o f  Islam, Edward  Said 
contends t h a t  90 p e r  cen t  o f  wha t  Americans came t o  know about  t h e  c r i s i s  i n  
I r a n  fo l lowing t h e  1979 revolut ion,  came t o  them t h r o u g h  t h e  news media (Said: 
1981,  p 7 5 ) .  
Trad i t i ona l  democratic t h i n k i n g  c i tes t h e  in f luence o f  t h e  media o n  pol icy 
makers as ind i rec t ,  " i n  t h e  impact o f  t h e  media u p o n  pub l i c  opin ion, '  a n d  
t h r o u g h  it, t h e  e f fec t  o f  t h a t  mass opin ion on  t h e  ... decision makers" (Smith: 
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1984, p 1 3 5 ) .  B u t  others g o  f u r t h e r  than  t h i s  ' f i l t e r  u p '  v iew o f  t h e  inf luence 
o f  news media o n  decision-makers. Some suggest  t h a t  many o f  t h e  most e l i te  
members o f  t h e  fo re ign  pol icy deicision-making process g e t  much o f  t h e i r  
in format ion from t h e  media. In The Press and  Foreign Policy, one o f  t h e  most 
au thor i ta t i ve  works in t h e  f ie ld,  Bernard  Cohen suggests t h a t  pol icy makers g e t  
more information from t h e  press than  they  g e t  from diplomatic sources, and  
general ly  g e t  i t  more q u i c k l y  (Cohen: 1963, p 40) .  In h i s  1986 s tudy ,  based 
o n  interv iews w i t h  250 B r i t i s h  ministers,  diplomats and  journal is ts ,  Yoel Cohen 
concluded t h a t  members o f  parliament, in te res t  g roups  and  the  wider  pub l i c  a r e  
almost en t i re ly  dependent o n  the  news media f o r  t h e i r  in format ion about  
in ternat ional  developments. One pr ime minister  in terv iewed b y  Cohen contended 
t h a t  llGovernments don ' t  decide pol icy based on information from t h e  media. 
Even if they  hear something f i r s t  i n  the  media they  w i l l  check w i t h  t h a t  
coun t ry ' s  embassy.. .You have y o u r  own super ior  sources1' [Cohen: 1986, p 21 ). 
B u t  Cohen goes o n  to  c i te studies showing t h a t  as much as 75 to  90 p e r  cent  o f  
t h e  information gathered b y  embassies comes f rom publ ished sources. It i s  a 
po in t  made well b y  W. Phi l l ips Davison when h e  says: 
T o  an ex ten t  n o t  o rd inar i l y  real ized, the  press serves as the  
eyes a n d  ears o f  diplomacy. Diplomatic r e p o r t i n g  a n d  national 
intel l igence services p lay  a s igni f icant  suppor t ing  role. b u t  most 
information reaching governments about  developments th roughout  the  
wor ld  comes from t h e  w i re  services, newspapers, news magazines, 
radio a n d  television ... A n d  it i s  o f ten  maintained t h a t  much o f  t h e  
information f lowing t h r o u g h  of f ic ia l  channels i s  o r ig ina l l y  cul led from 
the press in a n y  case (Davision: 1974, p 177) .  
B u t  a n y  s t u d y  o f  the  ro le  o f  t h e  media i n  in ternat ional  a f fa i rs  must  take 
account o f  t h e  inf luence o f  the  media in re lat ion to  o ther  social a n d  cogni t ive 
processes t h a t  he lp  shape o u r  l'pseudo-environment". As Mar t in  B a r k e r  points 
o u t  i n  Radical Philosophy, we must  b e  wary  o f  the  assumption t h a t  "other  
th ings  be ing  equal, people's understanding o f  t h e  w o r l d  is a cons t ruc t  o f  the 
balance o f  information t h a t  f lows t o  them" (Barker :  1987, p 3 0 ) .  T h i s  r e t u r n s  
u s  t o  Lippmann's assert ion t h a t  a news r e p o r t  is t h e  " jo in t  p r o d u c t  o f  the  
knower and the  known, in which the  ro le o f  the  observer  is always selective 
and usual ly  creat ive.  The facts we see depend o n  where we a r e  placed, and  
the  habi ts  o f  o u r  eyes1' (Lippmann: 1922,  p 5 4 ) .  Joseph Klapper takes t h e  
argument f u r t h e r  i n  h i s  descr ipt ion o f  t h e  l'phenoministicl' view t h a t  
communication i s  b u t  one inf luence i n  a tota l  situation. Klapper suggests t h a t  
mass communication is more l i k e l y  t o  re inforce ex is t ing  opinions than  t o  change 
them. Klapper says the media's ro le as a re in fo rcer  o f  ex is t ing  beliefs i s  
mediated b y  such factors as selective exposure, selective percept ion and  
selective retent ion.  He also places emphasis o n  the  ro le  o f  g roups  a n d  
opinion-leaders in inf luencing how audiences handle informat ion (Klapper:  1960,  
p p  50-51).  A n  exhaust ive examination o f  these mediating inf luences i s  clearly 
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beyond t h e  scope o f  t h i s  paper.  Cer ta in ly  t h e i r  presence cannot b e  ignored,  
b u t  a t  t h e  same t ime they  a r e  n o t  as important  as Klapper and  Lippmann say. 
We cou ld  perhaps compare mass communications t o  ra infa l l ,  a n d  a t  t h e  same 
time, v isual ize t h e  mediating in f luences Klapper speaks o f  as ta l l  t rees whose 
leafy branches shel ter  much o f  t h e  g r o u n d  beneath them. Cer ta in ly  t h e  t rees 
a n d  t h e i r  wide branches could be  seen as an  in termediary in f luence on  the  
vegetat ion below, b u t  it would b e  u n f a i r  t o  suggest  t h a t  they  a r e  more 
important  than  t h e  ra infa l l .  The  t rees wh ich  s tand  between t h e  ra in fa l l  a n d  the  
young  sapl ings below, n o t  un l i ke  o u r  bel ie f  systems, w i l l  a l ready have been 
g r e a t l y  in f luenced b y  p rev ious  showers. What Klapper a n d  o thers  seem t o  
over look i s  t h e  in i t i a l  in f luence o f  the  media in shaping t h e  preconceived not ions 
a n d  bel ie f  systems t h a t  mediate f u t u r e  exposure t o  t h e  media, a n d  shape t h e  
t h i n k i n g  o f  i n f luen t ia l  opin ion leaders. 
B u t  such research s t i l l  faces another  methodological problem: who i s  the  
mass audience? Gal tung a n d  Ruge state c lea r l y  t h a t  t h e i r  s tudy 's  concern i s  
o n l y  w i t h  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  news chain, " f rom wor ld  even t  t o  news image. .. 
in o ther  words:  how do  events become news'' (Gal tung a n d  Ruge: 1965, p 
64)? B u t  it i s  w o r t h  exp lo r ing  elements a t  t h e  o ther  ends o f  t h e  news chain. 
How do  decisions about  what  becomes news a f fec t  those who r e l y  o n  t h e  media 
rea l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  v i s ion  o f  t h e  wor ld?  J u s t  how much o f  t h e  process o f  t u r n i n g  
in format ion in to  bel ie fs  can be  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  media is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  ascertain. 
B y  nature,  everyone has t h e i r  own, d i s t i n c t  ve rs ion  o f  t h e  media rea l i t y .  A s  
Lippmann suggested, t h a t  rea l i t y  w i l l  be  a jo int  p r o d u c t  o f  knower and  known. 
B u t  we can s t i l l  look f o r  general izations about  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  media rea l i t y  
w i thou t  examining speci f ic  ind iv iduals.  It is  t h e  work  o f  f u t u r e  studies t o  
examine more closely t h e  e f fec t  o f  media coverage on  d i s t i n c t  g roups  o r  
ind iv idua ls  w i t h i n  society. B u t  as t h e r e  a r e  as many media real i t ies as the re  
a r e  people exposed t o  t h e  media, we can  look general ly  a t  t h e  mass audience 
a n d  t h e  ro le  o f  t h e  media i n  shaping 'ou r '  rea l i t y  about  t h e  wor ld  o f  
in ternat ional  a f fa i r s .  
T h e  Media Real i ty  
T h e  posi t ion here  i s  t h a t  what  t h e  media r e p o r t  about  in ternat ional  a f fa i r s  
is  a v i t a l  factor  i n  t h e  formulat ion o f  o u r  bel iefs about  t h e  world. What t h e  
news media b r i n g  t o  u s  creates what  I have cal led t h e  media real i ty .  We need 
n o t  tangle w i t h  t h e  age-old phi losophical debate over  whether  rea l i t y  ex is ts 'as  
a n  object ive rea l i t y ,  o r  o n l y  i n  t h e  m ind  o f  t h e  indiv idual .  Even if t h e r e  i s  an  
object ive en t i t y ,  we mus t  real ize t h a t  it i s  impossible fo r  u s  t o  comprehend it in 
i t s  e n t i r e t y ,  o r  f o r  t h e  media t o  b r i n g  it t o  us. 
T h e  media o f  communication, despi te t h e i r  g r e a t  d ive rs i t y ,  have 
in common the  inab i l i t y  t o  communicate e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  happens a n d  
44 T h e  Gordon Sinc la i r  Essay lA l lan  Thompson 
t o  communicate i n  one und i f fe ren t ia ted  mass.. .The  media m igh t  b e  
regarded  as a g ian t  prism, separat ing t h e  huge  mass o f  pub l i c  a f fa i r s  
in to  d iscrete and  sal ient  items, ind iv idua l  beams so t o  speak, t h a t  
i l luminate par t i cu la r  areas o f  pub l i c  po l i cy  (Cohen: 1967, p 195). 
Therefore,  wha t  t h e  media b r i n g  t o  u s  becomes o u r  real i ty ,  a n d  we t r e a t  it as 
such, even  though  a t  best ,  it represents o n l y  a por t ion  o f  what  i s  t a k i n g  place 
in o u r  wor ld.  Many have pondered if t h e  t ree  t h a t  fal ls in t h e  woods makes 
a n y  noise if n o  one is  t h e r e  t o  hear  it. We could f i r e  back t h a t  if t h e  t ree  
fa l ls  i n  the  woods a n d  n o  one is  t h e r e  t o  hear  it, it does n o t  mat ter  if it made 
a noise o r  not .  B e r n a r d  Cohen expressed t h i s  most succ in t l y  in re lat ion t o  t h e  
news media when he  said t h a t  "if we d o  n o t  see a s t o r y  in t h e  newspapers ( o r  
catch it o n  rad io  o r  te lev is ion)  it e f fec t i ve ly  has n o t  happened so f a r  as we a r e  
concerned (Cohen: 1963, p 13). In a sense then,  e v e r y  media image creates 
i t s  own real i ty .  
T h e  real  danger  fac ing a n y  t e r r o r i s t  g roup ,  f o r  example, i s  t h a t  o f  be ing  
ignored b y  t h e  news media. T e r r o r i s t s  a r e  n o t  t r y i n g  t o  c o n v e r t  t h e  masses t o  
t h e i r  cause, t h e y  a r e  j u s t  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  t h e i r  a t tent ion.  It has been noted t h a t  
"government  of f ic ia ls  a n d  p r i v a t e  c i t izens have o f ten  erroneously commented on  
increases in te r ro r i sm d u r i n g  years  t h a t  actual ly  witnessed absolute decreases 
i n  b o t h  t h e  number o f  inc idents a n d  t h e  damage in f l i c ted"  (Dowl ing:  1986, p 
18) .  I n  t h i s  way, small g r o u p s  o f ten  become substant ia l  t e r r o r i s t  movements in 
t h e  media rea l i t y .  
News r e p o r t s  o f ten  con ta in  t h e  impl ic i t  assumption t h a t  t h e y  a r e  a 
ref lect ion o f  rea l i t y .  I n  fact ,  such  a presentat ion was f o r  two  decades summed 
u p  e x p l i c i t l y  i n  American broadcaster  Walter Cronk i te ' s  famous s ign-of f  a t  t h e  
e n d  o f  each newscast. Cronk i te ' s  "and that 's  t h e  way it is," was a t  one and  
t h e  same t ime hopelessly false a n d  yet ,  paradoxical ly  t rue .  L ippmann to ld  u s  
over  60 years  ago t h a t  news a n d  t r u t h  a r e  n o t  t h e  same th ing ,  a n d  y e t  f o r  
mil l ions o f  te lev is ion v iewers,  what  Cronk i te  summed u p  w i t h  "and  tha t ' s  t h e  
way it is"  became a rea l i t y .  
Onto t h e  media agenda come stor ies t h a t  l i t e ra l l y  take  f l i g h t ,  a t t r a c t i n g  t h e  
a t ten t ion  o f  much o f  t h e  wor ld  a n d  e f fec t i ve ly  push ing  o thers  o f f  t h e  ' radar  
screens1 o f  rea l i t y .  "The  power t o  make a repor tab le  even t  i s  t h e  power t o  
make experience," Daniel Boors t in  says in T h e  Image (Boorst in :  1975, p 10). 
"Media recognit ion," Patr ic ia  K a r l  adds,  " is  a n  admittance t i c k e t  t o  par t i c ipa t ion  
on  a g lobal  scale" (Kar l :  1978, p 282). T h e r e  a r e  abundan t  examples o f  t h e  
power o f  t h e  media a n d  those who use it t o  create a rea l i t y .  T o  ensure  t h a t  
t h e i r  message would n o t  b e  c u t  o f f ,  those ho ld ing  the  American hostages a t  t h e  
embassy in T e h r a n  in 1979 insta l led t h e i r  own cameras in t h e  embassy compound 
complete w i t h  d i s h  antennas t o  re lay  s ignals v i a  satel l i te t o  American 
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l iv ingrooms.  "Par t  o f  t h i s  p roduc t ion  inc luded a show f o r  v iewers i n  wh ich  
l r a n i a n  mobs shouted slogans i n  Engl ish (and  i n  F rench  f o r  one Canadian 
te lev is ion c rew)  a n d  shook f i s ts  on  cue" (Kar l :  1983, p 143). Much o f  such 
te lev is ion coverage was presented i n  newscasts t h a t  ended w i t h  Cronki te ls  
legendary "and tha t ' s  t h e  way it is." A n d  f o r  mil l ions o f  American television 
v iewers,  tha t ' s  t h e  way it was. 
Alongside t h e  power t o  make a rea l i t y  is  t h e  power to ef fect ive ly  keep 
something f rom becoming a p a r t  o f  t h e  media rea l i t y  b y  keeping it o u t  o f  t h e  
newspapers a n d  o f f  t h e  television screens. Witness res t r i c t ions  i n  South A f r i ca  
on  media access and  t h e  consequent disappearance o f  t roub led  b lack  townships 
f rom t h e  Western news agenda. U n t i l  something en te rs  t h e  pub l i c  domain, it 
e f fec t i ve ly  i s  n o t  a p a r t  o f  the  media rea l i t y .  
A s  many c r i t i c s  have  noted, t h e  power o f  television, more than  t h e  o ther  
media, t ranscends t h e  transmission o f  in format ion t h a t  becomes the  basis o f  
images and  bel iefs. " T h e  h iges t  power o f  television," wro te  Reuven Frank ,  a 
p roducer  w i t h  NBC, " i s  n o t  i n  t h e  t ransmiss ion o f  information, b u t  i n  t h e  
transmission o f  experience.. . joy, sorrow,  shock, fear, these a re  t h e  s t u f f  o f  
news (H i l l :  1981, p 2 7 ) .  I t  has a l ready been suggested t h a t  t h e  special 
importance o f  media coverage o f  fo re ign  a f fa i r s  is  d u e  i n  p a r t  t o  t h e  fac t  t h a t  
few o f  u s  ac tua l l y  exper ience f i r s t -hand  events p layed o u t  on  the  wor ld  stage. 
We r e l y  main ly  on  t h e  news media t o  b r i n g  those events t o  us. Gladys and  
K u r t  Lang p o i n t  t o  the  l ran ian  hostage c r i s i s  as "an occasion i n  which t h e  
televised event ,  regardless o f  how authent ic  o r  reveal ing t h e  real  th ing ,  became 
shared experience: T h e  rea l i t y  t h a t  l ives o n  is  t h e  rea l i t y  etched i n  t h e  
memories o f  t h e  mil l ions who watched r a t h e r  than  t h e  few who were actual ly  
there"  (Larson:  1986, p 109). I n  a classic work ,  Michael Oakeshott s tated 
t h a t  the re  is  "No separat ion possible between rea l i t y  a n d  experience; rea l i t y  is  
exper ience a n d  no th ing  b u t  experience. A n d  s ince exper ience is  a wor ld  o f  
ideas, rea l i t y  is a w o r l d  o f  ideas1' (Oakeshott:  1933, p 54). More o f ten  than  
not, those ideas come t o  u s  t h r o u g h  the  media r a t h e r  than  f rom o u r  d i r e c t  
exper ience o f  events. A n d  perhaps because o f  t h e  way we receive those 
messages, we elevate t h e i r  recept ion t o  t h e  level  o f  d i r e c t  experience. I n  so 
doing, we make them a p a r t  o f  o u r  rea l i t y .  Could it be  t h a t  rece iv ing  
in format ion t h r o u g h  the  media can subs t i tu te  fo r  exper ience? Marshal l  McLuhan 
suggested over  two  decades ago t h a t  t h e  media a re  "extensions o f  man," p a r t  o f  
t h e  sensation o f  exper iencing t h e  wor ld,  r a t h e r  than  an  in termediary between 
t h e  wor ld  and  o u r  senses (McLuhan: 1964). 
Perhaps t h e  in format ion t h e  media b r i n g  t o  u s  can b e  t reated as a form o f  
experience, n o t  so much because o f  how t h e  media send t h e i r  messages, b u t  
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because o f  t h e  way i n  wh ich  we receive them. Jay Epste in warned i n  a s t u d y  
o f  te lev is ion news coverage t h a t  wha t  appears o n  te lev is ion news is  v e r y  
d i f f e r e n t  f rom a m i r r o r  image o f  rea l i t y  (Epste in:  1975). 1 would sugges t  t h a t  
t h e  opposite is  t rue ,  t h a t  t h e  m i r r o r  image i s  an  ideal comparison. What t h e  
news media b r i n g  t o  u s  i s  a m i r r o r  image o f  rea l i t y ,  p a r t l y  because o f  how t h a t  
in format ion i s  del ivered,  b u t  more important ly ,  because o f  t h e  way in which it 
is  received. Remember that ,  a f t e r  al l ,  t h e  images we see when looking i n  a 
m i r r o r  a r e  less than  a completely accurate p i c t u r e  o f  rea l i t y .  What we see i s  a 
ref lect ion,  n o t  t h e  real  th ing ;  we also see t h a t  r e a l i t y  in reverse,  a n d  
depending on  l i g h t i n g  condi t ions a n d  t h e  t y p e  o f  m i r r o r  we a r e  looking at ,  w i t h  
many s l i g h t  d i s to r t ions  t h a t  marked ly  change i t s  perspect ive.  A n d  yet ,  n o t h i n g  
could seem t o  b e  a more accurate re f lec t ion  o f  rea l i t y  than  t h e  face we see i n  
t h e  bathroom m i r r o r  each morning.  We v iew t h e  media's m i r r o r  image o f  r e a l i t y  
i n  t h e  same way, over looking i t s  in -bu i l t  d is tor t ions,  accept ing what  we see, 
hear  o r  read,  as a n  accurate re f lec t ion  o f  rea l i t y .  T h e  po in t  i s  t h a t  bel ie fs  we 
ho ld  about  p a r t s  o f  t h e  wor ld  we 'experience' t h r o u g h  t h e  media become o u r  
real i ty .  T h i s  simple, y e t  sweeping statement makes t h e  in format ion t h e  media 
b r i n g  t o  us, and  those factors t h a t  shape t h a t  in format ion be fo re  it reaches o u r  
screens o f  percept ion,  o f  v i t a l  importance. 
P a r t  Two: T h e  Media Real i ty  a n d  Coverage o f  t h e  Reyk jav ik  Summit 
When US President  Ronald Reagan and  Mikhai l  Gorbachev, t h e  General 
Secretary o f  t h e  Communist P a r t y  o f  t h e  Soviet Union, met in Reykjav ik ,  
Iceland i n  t h e  fa l l  o f  1986, mil l ions watched - o r  so t h e y  bel ieved. I n  fac t  on ly  
a few dozen t o p  of f ic ia ls  f rom t h e  Un i ted  States a n d  t h e  Soviet  Union h a d  a n y  
d i r e c t  exper ience w i t h  t h e  h is to r i c  meet ing t h a t  took p lace in Hofd i  House 
October  10-12. A few dozen more, most ly  repor te rs ,  secur i t y  g u a r d s  a n d  
cur ious  passers-by, actual ly  witnessed some o f  t h e  events o f  t h a t  memorable 
weekend w i t h  t h e i r  own eyes. T h e  r e s t  o f  u s  were l e f t  t o  make o u r  decisions, 
about  wha t  did o r  did n o t  happen d u r i n g  those 10 h o u r s  o f  in tense 
negotiat ions, o n  t h e  basis o f  in format ion t h a t  came t o  u s  in t h e  way t h a t  news 
o f  major events o n  t h e  wor ld  stage comes t o  most people - t h r o u g h  t h e  news 
media. T h e  remoteness o f  arms con t ro l  a n d  s u p e r  power summi t ry  f rom o u r  
d a i l y  l ives made u s  even more dependent  o n  t h e  media f o r  o u r  ve rs ion  o f  events 
in Reyk jav ik .  
A n d  yet ,  most o f  u s  who a r e  in terested enough in internat ional  re lat ions t o  
take not ice o f  such an  even t  would p robab ly  recoun t  w i t h  confidence what  took 
place there.  Indeed, pol i t ica l  a n d  mi l i t a ry  decision-makers, arms con t ro l  
negot ia tors a n d  o ther  ac to rs  o n  t h e  in ternat ional  scene p r o b a b l y  made important  
decisions based, a t  least i n  p a r t ,  o n  wha t  t h e  news media to ld  them about  t h e  
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event while it was taking place, and i n  the hectic days that followed. We can 
fair ly speculate, I think,  tha t  perceptions among some key decision-makers, 
based on what they saw in  the media's 'uncertain mirror, '  entered into decisions 
that influenced the 'structure'  o f  international affairs. Regardless o f  what 
really took place behind closed doors in  Reykjavik, the 'reality' o f  Reykjavik 
fo r  those o f  u s  who were not there is a combination o f  what we have taken from 
television reports, newspaper and magazine articles and radio bulletins - 
cumulatively, the media reality. Why the media chose to cover certain aspects 
o f  the Reykjavik meeting and how those elements were presented is ve ry  
important. News does not just  happen. News factors internal to  the media 
system and influences from outside play a crucial role i n  shaping the real i ty o f  
an event such as the Reykjavik meeting. 
For what the media produce is  neither spontaneous nor 
completely ' freet: news does not just  happen, pictures and ideas do 
not merely spr ing from real i ty into our eyes and minds, t r u t h  is  not 
di rect ly available, we do not have unrestr icted var iety at  our 
disposal.. .television. radio and newspapers observe certain rules and 
conventions to  get th ings across intell igibly, and it is these, often 
more than the real i ty being conveyed, tha t  shape the material 
delivered b y  the media (Said: 1981, p 44-45). 
A model o f  these forces that constr ict  the media, if fu l l y  developed, would 
have two parts:  influences internal to  the media system, o r  news factors, and 
forces outside o f  the news system - external factors. News factors are those 
influences which determine 'whatt becomes news and 'how' tha t  news is 
reported. By  fa r  the best categorization o f  factors tha t  determine what 
becomes news was assembled b y  Galtung and Ruge (Galtung and Ruge: 1965). 
They refer to  such factors as unambiguity, size, involvement o f  elites, 
ethnocentrism, negat iv i ty and unusualness as some of  the  factors tha t  wil l  
determine what becomes news. Decisions about what makes the news, b y  
excluding some events and including others, obviously have a great impact on 
what forms the media reality. A f te r  these events cross the media threshold, 
how they are presented takes on increasing importance. The news media's 
tendency to simplify and make abundant use o f  metaphors, as well as i ts  effect 
o f  imposing s t ruc ture  where none may otherwise have existed, are also o f  
importance here. NBCts Frank said every television news story should have 
the at t r ibutes o f  drama and fiction - a beginning, middle and end (Hil l :  1981, 
p 27) .  Political scientist Robert Jackson compares the world's stream o f  events 
to an endless motion picture (personal communication, 1986). Media coverage 
has the ef fect  o f  freezing that  film, pul l ing out a single frame and b y  making it 
the focus o f  attention, losing track o f  what the production looks l ike as a 
whole. Most important is the theme that runs through most news coverage, an 
idea that  the whole s tory  has been told. Robert Fulford calls th is the "grand 
illusion" that  there is nothing that  can not  be said in a minute and t h i r t y  
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seconds, o r  w r i t t e n  in a few column inches. Cen t ra l  t o  t h i s  my th ,  accord ing t o  
Fu l fo rd ,  i s  t h e  "b rea th tak ing ly  audacious idea t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  can  b e  
understoodll  (Fu l fo rd :  1984, pp 9-10). 
Government propaganda, image-making a n d  news management a re  a t  t h e  
h e a r t  o f  in f luences o n  t h e  media rea l i t y  ex te rna l  t o  t h e  news system. T e r r o r i s t  
g r o u p s  too a r e  p ro f i c ien t  a t  making use  o f  news factors t o  make themselves a 
p a r t  o f  t h e  media rea l i t y .  
Simply cover ing  t h e  news means consciously o r  unconsciously  c rea t ing  a 
rea l i t y  b y  u s i n g  a common se t  o f  news factors t o  package what  i s  going o n  i n  
t h e  wor ld.  We can take  some comfor t  in t h e  fac t  t h a t  what  t h e  media b r i n g  u s  
mus t  be, a t  least in p a r t ,  a re f lec t ion  o f  what  is  happening in t h e  wor ld  a round  
us. B u t  those ref lect ions a re  n o  more r e a l i t y  than  a r e  t h e  shadows cast  o n  t h e  
wall  o f  Plato's cave. What i s  perhaps  most d i s t u r b i n g  i s  t h e  lack o f  f i d e l i t y  
between t h e  w o r l d  outs ide a n d  t h e  p ic tu res  t h a t  t h e  news media he lp  u s  t o  form 
in o u r  heads. 
T h e  Case S t u d y  
M y  case s t u d y  examined coverage o f  t h e  Iceland meeting f rom i t s  
announcement o n  October  1 t h r o u g h  t o  t h e  end  o f  December. Reports  f rom t h e  
Internat ional  Herald T r i b u n e  a n d  t h e  Financial Times newspapers were examined 
in dep th .  Reports  ?bou t  t h e  summit on  London-based Independent  Television's 
News a t  T e n  were also examined. T h i s  is  n o t  a content  analysis. T h e  130 
newspaper ar t ic les a n d  26 te lev is ion r e p o r t s  ga thered  were examined in deta i l ,  
n o t  w i t h  a n  eye t o  column-width, page placement o r  t h e  number o f  seconds 
devoted t o  a g i v e n  te lev is ion shot, b u t  r a t h e r  in a n  at tempt t o  reach  
conclusions about  t h e  general  themes and  t r e n d s  i n  coverage o f  t h e  summit. 
Studies o f  media coverage o f ten  look a t  some object ive record  o f  events in 
comparision w i t h  wha t  becomes news. I n  a s t u d y  o f  one event ,  emphasis could 
perhaps  b e  on  how t h e  even t  was por t rayed ,  r a t h e r  than  on  w h y  it became 
news. A n d  y e t ,  t h e  fac t  t h a t  it seems obvious t o  u s  t h a t  a n  even t  such  as t h e  
Iceland meeting should receive b l a n k e t  coverage raises a n  in te res t ing  po in t .  
T h e  assumption t h a t  Reyk jav ik  deserved such a t ten t ion  shows how deeply 
entrenched a r e  ce r ta in  ru les  and  convent ions about  what  becomes news. T h e  
Western media's tendency t o  look a t  many events in terms o f  t h e  'East-West' 
s t r u g g l e  l e f t  n o  d o u b t  whether  Reyk jav ik  should b e  a major news item. T h e r e  
would b e  n o  such  assumption about  a h igh- level  meeting o f  leaders o f  t h e  
non-al igned movement. Even  if l e n g t h y  considerat ion o f  w h y  Reyk jav ik  g o t  so 
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much attention seems unnecessary here, our assumption that it deserved such 
coverage says much about our in-bui l t  judgements on what should become news. 
More interesting i n  an examination o f  the Reykjavik summit are the "how" 
factors, the implicit rules and conventions o f  media coverage that  shape the 
media real i ty o f  al l  events, and which were undoubtedly applied to  the 
Reykjavik meeting. 
Arms control is not a simple matter. It is probably fair to  say that few 
people, even those who closely follow developments on the international scene, 
understand fu l ly  al l  o f  the intricacies o f  arms control negotiations. It is 
perhaps for that  reason that arms talks are notoriously under-reported and 
misunderstood. One wonders whether the mass audience is simply uninterested 
i n  the details o f  such negotiations, or i f the news media decide the whole af fa i r  
is too d i f f i cu l t  fo r  them to comprehend. I n  practise, complex events l ike the 
Reykjavik summit are grossly simplified i n  the conviction that th is wil l  make 
them more understandable f o r  the wider audience. References to  the summit 
meeting as "High Noon in  Reykjavik," (International Herald Tribune, [ IHT ]  
October 11.  19861 or  an encounter between summit gladiators reduced a complex 
series o f  events to a wild west showdown or  f igh t  to  the death i n  a Roman 
arena. The players i n  th is high-level football match would "move the ball 
forward" (Financial Times, [FT ]  October 10, 1986) with one init iative or  change 
the rules o f  the games to  "sudden death" wi th another (FT October 14, 1986). 
Is  it wrong or  inaccurate fo r  the media to present such an event to us  as if it 
were a high-stakes poker game, wi th Corbachev raising the ante and changing 
the rules as he goes along? Right o r  wrong, th is simple and dramatic 
presentation o f  the event enters the media reality. This simplification and use 
o f  imagery is perhaps a reflection of Edward Said's point  that  the fu r ther  away 
we are from events, both metaphorically and physically, the greater wil l  be the 
reliance on pre-conceived images. 
And ye t  clearly, Reykjavik was more than a personal confrontation between 
two actors on the world stage. Portraying the events o f  the meeting as being 
similar to  a chess match or  card game may make them easier for  the average 
viewer, listener o r  reader to  understand, b u t  employing such simplistic 
metaphors also changes the nature o f  the event as it becomes our media reality. 
This metaphorical sty le o f  report ing relates closely to  the media's tendency to  
impose a s t ruc ture  o r  pattern upon events that  might otherwise be seen i n  an 
ent i re ly d i f fe rent  context. Like the  frame in Robert Jackson's f i lm analogy, 
Reykjavik was pulled from the stream of  events, frozen there, and presented i n  
such a fashion as to be out o f  context wi th other developments in arms control. 
It was as if there had been no negotiations on nuclear arms in  any other forum, 
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as if t h e  two  k e y  p layers  came together  f o r  a f ina l  showdown, w inner  take  al l .  
Most r e p o r t s  presented t h e  meeting as a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  resolut ion o f  t h e  
so-called 'Dani lo f f  a f fa i r . '  Rather  than  be ing  v iewed i n  t h e  wider  con tex t  o f  
arms con t ro l  e f f o r t s  t h a t  h a d  gone o n  f o r  decades, Reyk jav ik  was presented 
in i t i a l l y  as a spin-of f  f rom t h e  successful resolut ion o f  t h e  Dan i lo f f  inc ident .  
B y  looking a t  i nd iv idua l  r e p o r t s  we f i n d  excel lent  examples o f  t h e  media's 
tendency t o  impose a s t r u c t u r e  o r  p a t t e r n  on  what  would otherwise b e  an  
ongoing stream o f  events. V i r t u a l l y  e v e r y  r e p o r t  o n  ITN 's  News a t  T e n  
fol lowed t h e  s tandard  beginning-middle-and-end format  so famil iar t o  te lev is ion 
journal ism. Reports  i n v o l v i n g  Reagan invar iab ly  began w i t h  famil iar shots o f  
t h e  President 's  jaun ty  s t r i d e  a n d  h e a r t y  wave as he  made h i s  way e i the r  f rom a 
hel icopter ,  t o  a car ,  up,  o r  down t h e  steps o f  Ho fd i  House. Somewhere i n  t h e  
middle would come c l ips  f rom b r i e f i n g s  w i t h  pres ident ia l  spokesman L a r r y  
Speakes o r  f rom Soviet  news conferences. A f t e r  news began t o  leak o u t  the  
middle o f  t h e  s t o r y  would revo lve  a round  ske tchy  deta i ls  o f  measures be ing  
discussed, b u t  would s t i l l  be  sandwiched between famil iar shots o f  a procession 
o f  b lack  l imousines a r r i v i n g  fo r ,  a n d  d e p a r t i n g  f rom each session. 
O n  t h e  d a y  when t h e  'break-up '  o f  t h e  summit became apparent ,  t h e  f i r s t  
r e p o r t  o n  News a t  T e n  gave leng thy  coverage o f  t h e  news conference b y  a 
v i s i b l y  d isappointed George Shul tz .  B u t  t h e  n e x t  item, a packaged s t o r y  l i ke ly  
p repared  h o u r s  ear l ier ,  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  s tandard  formula. 
T h e  dramatic s t y l e  o f  te lev is ion is  bes t  summed u p  w i t h  a few phrases from 
a r e p o r t  on  News a t  T e n  t h e  d a y  fo l lowing t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  meetings: 
B y  dawn today it was a l l  o v e r  in Reykjav ik ,  Mikhai l  Gorbachev 
waking aboard N ik i ta  Kruschev 's  o l d  c r u i s e  sh ip  t h e  Balt ica, on ly  a 
f o u r  h o u r  f l i g h t  t o  Moscow ahead. O n  t h e  q u a y  Soviet  of f ic ia ls  m igh t  
have pondered wor ld  react ion t o  t h e  momentous events o f  the  n i g h t  
before,  sudden ly  camera s h y  d u r i n g  t h e i r  l as t  h o u r s  i n  t h e  West.. . 
T h e n  Mikhai l  a n d  Raisa Gorbachev. lead b y  a bodyguard ,  arm in 
arm down t h e  l i ne r ' s  steps. Minutes la ter ,  t h e  Soviet  leadership 
pu l led  o u t  i n  force, cosseted in limousines, s t a r i n g  s t r a i g h t  ahead, a 
b leak farewel l  t o  a f rozen land. A t  t h e  a i rpor t ,  a stoic farewell  f rom 
Gorbachev t o  k e y  fo re ign  a f fa i r s  advisor  G io rg i  A rba tov ,  o n  t h e  
r i g h t .  A wave f rom Raisa Gorbachev. but even  h e r  face be t rayed  
l i t t l e  o f  t h e  spontaneous charm o f  ear l ier  days  i n  -Iceland. Final 
words t o  negot iators,  now f l y i n g  t o  European capi ta ls  t o  exp la in  the  
summit's collapse. M ikha i l  Gorbachev cal led t h i s  Iceland summit, now 
h e  was leaving w i t h  n o t h i n g  b u t  news o f  a n  American p res iden t  who 
said n o  t o  a l l  h e  h a d  t o  o f fe r .  .. 
A n d  so Iceland's hopes o f  stamping i t s  name o n  a famous arms 
con t ro l  pac t  have been dashed. T h e  haun ted  house where t h e  
superpower leaders met a n d  fai led t o  agree stands empty again. Ian  
Glover-James, News a t  Ten, in Reyk jav ik ,  Iceland (News a t  Ten, 
October  13, 1986 ) .  
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There were repeated references in  coverage to  the publ ic relations war, 
details o f  who had upstaged who and how the batt le o f  images was proceeding. 
If the details o f  what was going on inside the house would not be released, it 
seemed as i f  the less consequential war of images was destined to become the 
focus o f  news coverage. This is a reflection o f  Bernard Cohen's suggestion 
that  i f something does not  make the news, it effectively has not happened so 
far as we are concerned. 
Especially interesting i n  the case o f  Reykjavik is  the  influence o f  factors 
external to  the news system, namely, efforts b y  both superpowers to  get their  
version o f  t he  story onto the  media agenda. From the beginning both sides 
made ef for ts to  downplay the meeting, even refusing to  re fer  to  it as a summit. 
Reagan repeatedly to ld a skeptical press tha t  he was expecting the meeting to 
be nothing more than an informal session t o  get ready for  a fu l l  summit. 
Gradually the  media came around to the President's preferred terminology and 
references to  'summit1 changed subt ly  to  'pre-summit,' 'mini-summit' o r  even 
blandly, ' the upcoming meeting i n  Reykjavik.' This semantic sh i f t  may seem 
insignificant, b u t  it nonetheless shows the ab i l i t y  o f  forces outside the news 
system t o  change the nature o f  the media reality, indeed, even before an event 
has taken place. 
The batt le t o  win public opinion reached fu l l  steam i n  the days following 
the breakdown o f  the summit as both sides sent fo r th  a f loti l la o f  experts to t r y  
to  get their  side o f  the story across. I n  an unprecedented move, White House 
spokesman La r r y  Speakes announced on October 1 4  that  a l l  comments b y  
administration off icials would be on the record. When asked b y  reporters if 
th is was not an e f fo r t  to change perceptions o f  what had happened a t  the 
meeting, Speakes replied that officials were simply t r y i n g  to  state the facts i n  
hopes people would decide for  themselves what had happened (Speakes: 1986). 
In several stages, the propaganda b l i tz  that  followed re-defined what had and 
had not been said a t  Reykjavik, who had picked u p  their  th ings f i rs t  when the 
final session ended, and what the status o f  arms control talks were following 
the summit. I n  h is  television address o f  October 14, Reagan painted the summit 
i n  a much br igh ter  l igh t  than had Shultz i n  his gloomy news conference only 
days before. "With typical  audacity President Reagan cast the Reykjavik 
summit not  as a fai lure bu t  as a success,11 (FT, October 15, 1986) one repor t  
said. O f  course the news media and many i n  the audience were not unaware o f  
the  attempted news management that was going on. I n  fact the propaganda 
, campaigns became the news item themselves in  the days af ter  both  sides le f t  
Iceland. Bu t  ironically, even though there was nothing secret about attempts 
b y  both sides to  change the media real i ty o f  Reykjavik, arguably, the tactics 
worked. Despite expl ic i t  statements b y  Shultz and other officials immediately 
af ter  the meetings that SDI had been the stumbling block and that  the 
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President was refusing to  move any fur ther ,  as early as October 14 both sides 
were saying that  the meeting had ended wi th  al l  options open and with 
everything s t i l l  on the negotiating table. B y  October 16 and 17 news reports 
were saying resul ts o f  the summit were not so bad as they had once seemed. 
It was as if the near agreements Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev had 
packed in to  their  briefcases so hasti ly on the Sunday afternoon had never le f t  
the negotiating table. I n  the days and weeks that followed, the complexion o f  
the meeting changed. As Gladys and K u r t  Lang suggested, the real i ty that  
lives on is the real i ty etched i n  the memories o f  the millions who watched, 
rather than the few who were actually there (Larson: 1986, p 109). The 
media real i ty o f  what had occured a t  Reykjavik took a dramatic shi f t ,  despite 
what had actually taken place behind the doors o f  Hofdi House. And for  those 
o f  us  dependent on the news media for  our version o f  events, tha t  media real i ty 
was al l  tha t  mattered. 
Conclusion 
As the example o f  coverage o f  the Reykjavik summit has shown, the media 
real i ty can be a powerful influence on what we th ink  about the world o f  
international affairs. Regardless o f  the objective real i ty o f  an event (what 
'really1 happened - something I would argue we can never t r u l y  discover), what 
matters for  us  is what we believe t o  have taken place. The media enjoy such 
influence because we take the i r  real i ty and accept it as our own. For the most 
part ,  we 'experience' the world outside o f  our  daily lives through the media, o r  
take our  information second-hand from opinion-leaders who have, i n  t u rn ,  
formed their  impressions o f  the world based largely on media reports. As 
Michael Oakeshott would have suggested, we often make l i t t le  distinction 
between experience and reality. Indeed, experience is reality. And based on 
that logic, there is  no reason for us  t o  believe that the news and information 
we 'experience1 through the media is anything b u t  a fa i r  appraisal o f  what is 
taking place in our  world. B u t  as the s tudy o f  coverage o f  the Reykjavik 
summit attempted t o  show, the nature o f  the news system, and the influence 
upon i t  from within and without, mean the real i ty the media b r i ng  t o  us is  f lu id  
and ever-changing . 
B u t  what is  the power o f  the  media and i t s  real i ty to  af fect  us? I n  
conducting lengthy studies o f  media influence o f  vot ing behaviour, fo r  example, 
many analysts mistakenly view the media's power simply as one o f  persuasion. 
In examining how the media influence our  decisions on which 'route1 to  take, 
many overlook the media's role i n  creating the 'map1 on which such routes are 
plotted. The power o f  the media may b e  not so much i n  i t s  editorial persuasion 
CANADIAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION, 1988 Vol. 13 No. 1 53 
on a given issue (though even there it is  considerable), b u t  rather,  in i t s  
subtle and cumulative sculpting o f  the belief systems that  are the  basis o f  our  
decisions. 
I t  is ironic that  media coverage, of ten cr i t ic ized for  being event-oriented, 
shallow and lacking i n  analysis o f  the long-term significance o f  events, becomes 
the basis o f  our opinions about those weighty issues which the media are 
accused o f  ignoring. We take short-term, episodic accounts o f  events and make 
them a pa r t  o f  the belief system that  wil l  shape our  judgement on future 
events. We are more rel iant  on the media to  help us to  understand 
international relations than other aspects o f  ou r  lives, b u t  "international images 
have been noted t o  be gross, poorly organized and i l l-art iculated i n  the at t i tude 
structure o f  the individual" (Smith: 1973, p 115). And y e t  they form the 
basis o f  our understanding o f  the world. 
Bu t  perhaps the greatest paradox o f  our  so-called 'information age' is that  
although international communication has increased a t  a l l  levels, we do not  seem 
much closer together than before. McLuhan spoke o f  a 'global village' where 
modern technology would lead to greater understanding and enhanced 
communication. And yet, because o f  overconfidence i n  our  own views, and in  
our abi l i ty  to  keep an open mind, we fail to realize how much we process the 
information that  comes to us, and the extent to  which the media real i ty is 
already the product o f  a complex series o f  screens and fi l ters. 
Communications technology continues t o  improve. Year b y  year we seem to  
know more about the world around us, and yet, in  our certaini ty that  ours is 
the correct  version o f  events, we know less than we believe. The f i r s t  step 
toward some k i n d  o f  shared real i ty is the realization that ours is  not the only 
way of seeing the world, that  what we perceive is  not  reality, b u t  rather, the 
'media reality. '  
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